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ABSTRACT 



In February 1991 the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights began a 
long- term study of the factors contributing to increased racial and ethnic 
tensions in the United States . This document is a summary of key points made 
at a National Perspectives Hearing that was part of this study. Following 2 
days of testimony and the discussions of eight panels, five key themes 
emerged from the hearing as primary causes of persistent, and in some cases, 
increased racial and ethnic tensions: (1) crisis in leadership; (2) media 

portrayal of existing tensions; (3) deficiencies in the educational system; 

(4) disparities on the criminal justice system; and (5) growing economic 
inequality. In addition to these themes, many witnesses testified that the 
nature of racial and ethnic tension has been transformed as a result of the 
rapid demographic reconstitution of American society. The hearing summary 
begins with a synopsis of empirical data offered by various witnesses in 
support of the perception that racial and ethnic tensions are on the rise. 

The summary then provides overviews of the circumstances of the national 
denial of tensions and the primary causes of persistent racial and ethnic 
tension. The panels were titled: (1) Racial and Ethnic Tensions- -Part 1; (2) 

Racial and Ethnic Tensions- -Part 2; (3) Hate Incidents; (4) Changing 

Demographics; (5) Multiculturalism; (6) Socioeconomic Factors, Part 1; (7) 

Socioeconomic Factors, Part 2; and (8) Civil Rights. (SLD) 
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U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 

The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights is an independent, bipartisan agency first established 
by Congress in 1957 and reestablished in 1983. It is directed to: 

° Investigate complaints alleging that citizens are being deprived of their right to vote by 
reason of their race, color, religion, sex, age, disability, or national origin, or by reason of 
fraudulent practices; 

° Study and collect information relating to discrimination or a denial of equal protection 
of the laws under the Constitution because of race, color, religion, sex, age, disability, or 
national origin, or in the administration of justice; 

° Appraise Federal laws and policies with respect to discrimination or denial of equal 
protection of the laws because of race, color, religion, sex, age, disability, or national origin, 
or in the administration of justice; 

° Serve as a national clearinghouse for information in respect to discrimination or denial 
of equal protection of the laws because of race, color, religion, sex, age, disability, or national 
origin; 

° Submit reports, findings, and recommendations to the President and Congress; 

° Issue public service announcements to discourage discrimination or denial of equal 
protection of the laws. 

Members of the Commission 

Mary Frances Berry, Chairperson 
Cruz Reynoso, Vice Chairperson* 

Carl A. Anderson 
Arthur A. Fletcher! 

Robert P. George* 

Constance Horner* 

Russell G. Redenbaugh 
Charles Pei Wang 

Mary K. Mathews, Staff Director^ 



* Was not a member of the Commission at the time of the hearing, 
t Was Chairperson of the Commission at the time of the hearing. 
t Was not Staff Director of the Commission at the time of the hearing. 
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Executive Summary 



Introduction— The Genesis of the Racial 

In February 1991 the U.S. Commission on 
Civil Rights (the “Commission”) voted to embark 
upon a long-term investigation into the factors 
contributing to increased racial and ethnic ten- 
sions throughout the United States. Discouraged 
by the apparent escalation of racial tensions, 
particularly in the Nation's urban areas, Com- 
missioner Blandina Cardenas Ramirez urged 
that the Commission exert its leadership in 
bringing the issue to the attention of the Presi- 
dent, the Congress, and the American people in 
November 1990. Numerous reports from many 
of the Commission's State Advisory Committees 
throughout the United States confirmed that ra- 
cial and ethnic tensions were rising in virtually 
every one of this nation's critical institutions. 

On February 2, 1991, Commissioner Carl 
Anderson introduced a formal motion, predi- 
cated on the Commission's unanimous agree- 
ment, that addressing racial tensions in Amer- 
ica's cities be the overarching thematic approach 
for the Commission's work over the following 3 
to 5 years.’ Subsequently, on September 13, 
1991, on a motion by Commissioner Russell 
Redenbaugh, the Commission refined its direc- 
tion and agreed to conduct a series of hearings in 
selected cities around the country focusing on 
education, housing, crime, police-community re- 
lations, employment and entrepreneurship op- 
portunities, the impact of governmental and fis- 
cal budget policies, and the role of the media. 



Tensions Project 

The Commission convened a task force com- 
prised of Commissioner Redenbaugh as its chair, 
current Commission Chairperson, Mary Frances 
Berry, Commissioner Carl Anderson, and former 
Commissioner Esther Gonzalez-Arroyo Buckley. 
The task force was supported by members of the 
Commission's executive staff throughout its 2- 
month tenure. 

The task force recommended that the Com- 
mission move forward with the proposed series 
of hearings, the purpose of which would be to 
examine, explore, and make factual findings con- 
cerning the perceived resurgence of racial ten- 
sions in America's communities. 

Thereafter, the Commissioners agreed on the 
following urban sites to examine the issue of in- 
creased racial and ethnic tensions: Chicago, Los 
Angeles, New York City, and Miami. In addition, 
the Commission later made plans to evaluate 
manifestations of the problem in a rural setting 
at a hearing site in the lower Mississippi Delta. 

Despite careful planning and definition of the 
scope of the project, the Commission acknowl- 
edged that much work was needed still to ensure 
the substantive integrity of its investigation. To 
assist in this process, the Commissioners de- 
cided to conduct a “National Perspectives'' hear- 
ing, in which the Commission would invite testi- 
mony from a variety of the Nation's foremost 
researchers, authors, experts, and commentators 
on issues affecting the state of racial and ethnic 



1 Remarks of Hon. Blandina Cardenas Ramirez, former Commissioner, U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, Commission Meeting, Wash- 
ington, D.C., Nov. 9, 1990, transcript, p. 74. 

2 Remarks of Hon. Arthur A. Fletcher, former Chairperson, U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, Hearing before the U.S. Commission on 
Civil Rights, Washington, D.C., May 21, 1992, p. 21 (hereafter cited as National Perspectives Hearing ). 

3 Remarks of Hon. Carl Anderson, Commissioner, U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, USCCR Annual Planning Retreat, Washington, 
D.C., Feb. 2, 1991, p. 33. 

4 Ibid. 

5 Hon. Russell G. Redenbaugh, Commissioner, U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, Commission Meeting, Washington, D.C., Nov. 15, 
1 99 1 , p. 33 (hereafter cited as Nov. 15, 1 991 , Commission Meeting). 

6 Ibid. 
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